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INTRODUCTION

•

differentiate between library research tools

Recent library scholarship discusses the ideal
partnership between problem-based learning (PBL) and
information literacy as enhancing student engagement and
promoting active learning (Kenney, 2007). PBL as an
instructional model makes library sessions meaningful,
encourages teamwork, and improves information literacy skills
(Macklin, 2001). This teaching strategy is flexible enough to be
adapted across disciplines, educational levels, course
assignments, and can be modified for one-shot library
instruction sessions (Wenger, 2014). Furthermore, Pelican
(2004) argues that integrating PBL into information literacy
instruction for the first-year seminar (FYS) is a worthy effort
“to foster a clear-headed foundation for sound student research
that will hold across all sources, from our licensed databases to
the wildest corners of the untamed Web” (p. 519).

•

locate a relevant news article and scholarly article on
a topic

Given the literature, Millersville University (MU)
librarians saw PBL as a solution to teaching one-shot
information literacy sessions for FYS. At Millersville, FYS
courses vary greatly in terms of content and assignments; some
contain a research component while others do not. Due to this
variation, it is often difficult to create a standard information
literacy instruction session. PBL provides a useful framework
to engage with a topic even if students are not actively working
on their own research.

CHALLENGES & MODIFICATIONS

CURRENT PBL ACTIVITY
To engage students in building the foundation for
future research endeavors, MU librarians have experimented
with an iPad-driven PBL activity in FYS courses since the fall
semester of 2013 (Gammons, Gold, & Stewart, 2014). The
student learning outcomes for the activity include the abilities
to:
•

navigate the library website

•

identify where and how to get research from a librarian
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Using an iBook accessed via the library’s set of iPads,
the activity begins by introducing students to a current problem
(e.g., Millersville University is considering a move from a dry
to an alcohol-friendly campus; is this good idea or not?). The
students are then prompted to brainstorm a solution to the
problem while using the iPads to explore the library's resources.
The iBook serves as an interactive guide for students,
containing embedded videos explaining various types of
information sources and direct links to the library’s website and
databases. Ultimately, the students find relevant information
that supports their response to the problem and share it with the
class.

While the PBL iBook activity has succeeded in
increasing student engagement, discovery of online library
resources, and involvement in finding solutions to real-world
scenarios (especially for the FYS courses that did not have any
research assignments), we encountered several challenges.
First, our assessment results show that many students are still
confused about locating certain resources (e.g., books), figuring
out the physical layout of the library, and differentiating among
types of information sources. Second, due to the wide range of
FYS courses at MU where some are organized by majors and
others are not, and where some have research assignments and
others do not, we found that the learning outcomes of the PBL
activity did not always match the FYS faculty’s objectives.
Finally, librarians struggled to structure the instruction in a way
that engages students for the entire session and promotes critical
thinking and reflection.
Although we have not yet addressed all of the
identified difficulties, we have spent recent months modifying
our sessions in a number of ways. According to our assessment
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results, students are mostly confused about navigating the
physical library and locating books on the shelves. The original
PBL activity’s learning outcomes did not meet these needs. In
order to address this gap, we modified our approach to include
PBL worksheets that guide students on navigating both physical
and virtual library spaces in place of the iBook. Additionally,
for some sessions, we incorporated a Q & A activity during
which students were asked at the beginning of the session to
either to write their questions on sticky notes or in a Google
document. Then, they were tasked with answering the questions
collaboratively by the end of the library session. This brief
activity allowed the students to ask the questions they were
most interested in learning about and at the same time realize
that they had learned the answers to some of those same
questions during the session.
In those cases in which the FYS faculty members’
objectives differed from the PBL learning outcomes, we have
purposely replaced the PBL activity with other information
literacy activities. For instance, learning objectives for an
Education-based FYS included finding and physically locating
juvenile literature based on fairy tale motifs. To meet these
objectives, we engaged Education majors in learning and then
teaching their peers how to search for, locate, and evaluate
children’s books with various interpretations of the Cinderella
fairy tale.
To sustain student engagement and to encourage
reflection and articulation of the information that students
gained from the instruction session, we also incorporated
competition into FYS sessions. Classes were split into two
groups and assigned a specific side of the argument surrounding
the problem from the PBL activity. Each half of the class had
to propose solutions for their specific side. In addition, we
broke the PBL activity into small parts to encourage reflection
after each part. Students also had to discuss why they chose a
specific source and how it compares to other sources in regard
to authority; this helped them to better understand the
differences among various types of information such as
websites, reports, and popular and scholarly articles.

began our interactive presentation by asking attendees to work
in small groups and assume the roles of key stakeholders
(including faculty members, librarians, university assessment
committee members, and first-year students) in order to
brainstorm three student learning outcomes appropriate for FYS
information literacy sessions (see Appendix A for stakeholder
scenarios). After recording the student learning outcomes for
each stakeholder group on wall posters, attendees voted (as
librarians) on the three most essential learning outcomes, taking
all perspectives into consideration. The most popular learning
outcomes were as follows:
1.

Students will be able to recognize the Library as a
creative and information hub

2.

Students will be able to explore the Library’s
resources and services

3.

Students will be able to identify their information
needs

Brainstorming Activity
After sharing our challenges of integrating PBL into
FYS information literacy sessions at MU, we asked attendees
to work in groups to brainstorm an activity that incorporates a
predefined problem-based scenario (see Appendix B),
addresses one of the three previously-developed learning
outcomes, encourages student reflection, and works for a 50minute session. We then probed each group to share their
activities with all attendees and to point out which learning
outcome(s) the activity specifically addressed. Below is the list
of the four groups’ brainstormed activities:
•

An Instagram scavenger hunt to discovery the library’s
resources and services.

•

A Jigsaw method that divides students into groups to
explore a different library’s database to search for
solutions to the problem scenario. Then, each group
shares their search strategies and findings with the
whole class.

•

Students are prompted to brainstorm all different
solutions to the given problem scenario. These
solutions should include people (librarians) and
resources (library’s databases). Students may be
prompted to explain why librarians could provide
solutions to the problem. Concept mapping could be
suggested to brainstorm various solutions.

•

Students will work in pairs to use a concept-mapping
technique to find out what they know and they will
need to know. Then we will use the library website to
find solutions to the problem.

LOEX PRESENTATION
Though we have encountered the above mentioned
challenges implementing a PBL approach for FYS library
instruction, we fully believe it to be a worthy approach that
organically incorporates information literacy into an
assignment or a course. So, in addition to summarizing our
experience, our LOEX presentation was designed to generate
new ideas and approaches for using PBL in FYS courses from
conference attendees. We hope that the ideas generated by the
attendees will help us develop a standardized approach for FYS
library instruction using PBL that can work for the wide variety
of existing seminars.
Student Learning Outcomes
Since planning for information literacy instruction
starts with identifying essential student learning outcomes, we
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CONCLUSION
Our interactive presentation concluded by
summarizing the challenges and the benefits of integrating the
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PBL activity into information literacy instruction for FYS
students and asking the audience for their feedback. One
librarian was interested in finding out which resources the
presenters use for locating problem-based scenarios. In
response, one of the presenters shared her experiences of
finding most of the problems on the web and popular media.
Another attendee inquired if the presenters experimented with
having students create their own problem-based scenarios
and/or choose one from among several options. The presenters
commented that these two suggestions would be exciting
options to explore, particularly if the PBL approach could be
coupled with the flipped instruction method.
Upon reflection on our teaching and presentation
experiences, we would like to continue modifying our approach
to using PBL methodology in information literacy instruction.
Particularly, we will be more intentional about deciding what
the most essential learning outcomes are for FYS information
literacy instruction at our local institution. Also, we have
realized that we need to separate the delivery of the PBL (e.g.,
iBook or worksheets) from the PBL methodology in order to be
flexible enough to address the essential learning outcomes and
to meet faculty members’ course objectives. In addition, we will
need to focus on the process of engaging students in identifying
what they already know, what they need to know, and in
discovering information to support their solutions to real-life
problems. Finally, collaborating with FYS faculty on the design
of problem-based scenarios and experimenting with other
instructional techniques, such as flipped instruction, will allow
us to overcome the final constraint of a 50-minute session to
make student learning meaningful and contextualized.
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APPENDIX A
Stakeholder Prompts
Congratulations! You are faculty!
Instructions: Imagine that you are faculty members who teach First Year Seminars (FYS) that include both undeclared students
and students with majors within your departments. You already have a set of course objectives for the entire semester of your FYS,
included below. Now you are thinking about how information literacy fits in with these larger course objectives. Brainstorm 3
ideal learning outcomes for an information literacy instruction session (50 min) for First Year Seminars based on your faculty role.
FYS Semester Course Objectives:
By completion of this course, the students will…
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

Investigate a specific topic in-depth
Consider the connections within and between various fields of study
Discuss and explore how diverse viewpoints can aid and enhance research and understanding
Recognize the need to explore underlying assumptions in both people and text
Demonstrate strengthened inquiry, research, and information literacy skills
Discuss and practice integrity within personal and educational contexts
Develop skills in oral discussion and written communication
Learn to utilize University resources
Congratulations! You are on an Assessment Committee!

Instructions: Imagine that you are a part of a University-wide general education assessment committee. The committee is tasked
with assessing your University’s general education outcomes, including information literacy. The committee has developed the
included rubric for faculty use and possible assessment initiatives. Based on this information and your role, brainstorm your 3 ideal
learning outcomes for a First Year Seminar library instruction session (50 min).
Congratulations! You are first-year students!
Instructions: Imagine that you are first-year students that are unfamiliar with the University and the library. Right now, you’re
just trying to make friends, decide which clubs/activities to join, figure out your classes, and find the best place for lunch.
Brainstorm your 3 ideal learning outcomes for a First Year Seminar library instruction session (50 min) based on this role.
Congratulations! You are librarians!
Instructions: Imagine that you are librarians inspired by ACRL’s new threshold concepts. How might this affect learning
outcomes? Brainstorm your 3 ideal learning outcomes for a First Year Seminar library instruction session (50 min) based on this
role.
Six Frames
1. Authority Is Constructed and Contextual
2. Information Creation as a Process
3. Information Has Value
4. Research as Inquiry
5. Scholarship as Conversation
6. Searching as Strategic Exploration
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/ilframework
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APPENDIX B
Definition of Problem-Based Learning
PBL is an instructional method in which open-ended problems are introduced to provide context, direction, and motivation for
student learning. Most often students work in groups to solve the problems and engage in self-directed learning. Well-developed
problems are interesting to students, not easily answered, and have more than one solution.
Problem-based scenario:
As a first-year student you would like to be fully integrated in both academic and social life on campus. Besides taking a full load
of courses and serving as a treasurer in a campus organization, you are also working at a local grocery store over the weekends. You
have been noticing recently that you are struggling to keep up with both academic work and your social activities. Therefore, you
are considering reducing your sleep to 5 hours a night, allowing an early start to deal with academic deadlines and a later night to
attend to your social life. Do you think it is a good idea to have 5 hours of sleep per night? If so, why? If not, why not?
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